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ABSTRACT 
 
Grade inflation can be defined as adjusting a student’s grade for non-academic purposes.  
Research shows that it is present in high school and college classrooms, but there is little to no 
focus on grade inflation in the elementary classroom.  This qualitative study was comprised of 
two focus groups containing six teachers totaled.  They were asked ten questions regarding their 
grading policies when it comes to report cards.  The participants’ responses were recorded and 
analyzed for common trends using grounded theory.  The results from the focus group’s 
discussions indicated that grade inflation is not a concern in the elementary classroom as the 
guidelines for assigning grades are too stringent.  While the teachers may modify an assignment 
or adjust a homework grade, the majority do not alter report card grades.   
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          CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
                                                                    
Introduction 
It seems many people recall a story of getting an unfair grade in a class because the 
teacher or professor graded on something outside of academic performance.  Maybe one failed 
the first test, aced the next ten, and walked away with a C.  Or perhaps a grade was raised due to 
a hard work ethic or getting assistance outside of the class.  On the surface, this variability leads 
to questions about accuracy and validity in student assessment.  If teachers are grading on 
something outside of the rubric, then the traditional grading systems need to be reevaluated.   
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this study was to determine if teachers at a local elementary school 
consider factors outside of academic performance when assigning letter grades.  If findings show 
that teachers take into account other elements then using a letter grading system should be 
reevaluated.  When getting ready to assign grades for a student, a teacher must consider these 
four questions.  “How should a teacher grade? What should a teacher grade? Why should a 
teacher grade? What can a teacher grade?” (Fenner,1999).  Unfortunately the answers to these 
questions vary from teacher to teacher. 
The intent of this qualitative study was to discover if grade inflation is present in the 
elementary setting and to find common themes as to why certain grades are given by elementary 
teachers in a local elementary school is the Midwest.  Research has shown that adjusting grades 
based on criteria other than academic performance does exist at the high school and college 
level, but little attention has been given to elementary classrooms.   
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Background 
 Grade inflation is defined as an increase in academic grades that is not shown in the 
student’s academic performance.  Grades can be the cause of much tension within the schools 
and families as academic performance is valued by all stakeholders (Randall & Engelhard, 
2009).  Grade inflation is most often attributed to the grading practices of the teacher.  Some 
teachers simply grade using the same criteria they were graded on (Fenner, 1999).  Wiggins 
(1989) showed that some teachers grade based on their personal educational philosophy, 
resulting in great variations between classroom teachers.  Still others use a curve, meaning the 
students are competing against each other for grades, not demonstrating knowledge attained 
(Wiggins, 1989).   
 Assessment became an important part of the educational system when standardized tests 
became more and more prevalent.  As Dochy and McDowell (1997) stated, assessment is an 
important part of education as it helps guide instruction and determines if students have attained 
the required knowledge.  Tests lose their significance, however, when the teacher changes a 
student’s grade.   
Perhaps the grading system needs to be reevaluated.  Mansfield (2001) noted that grades 
might be given to protect a student’s self-esteem.  In a 2009 study, Randall and Engelhard found 
that teachers rarely grade based on academic indicators.  Instead, they take into account factors 
like classroom behavior, effort, and the development of the entire child.  If such grading systems 
are flawed, alternative assessments should be explored to give the students and their families a 
more complete view of a student’s learning. 
Grade Inflation 
Oswald 
7 
 
Audience 
 Adjusting grades is commonly viewed as a problem in high school and college.  There 
appears to be a lack of research in the elementary setting.  In the elementary setting, questions 
can arise from families, administrators, teachers, and students themselves about what grade the 
student earned.  Many districts would be interested to discover if elementary teachers are using a 
consistent set of standards when assigning grades or if it truly varies from teacher to teacher and 
student to student. 
Definitions 
For the purposes of this study, the following definitions were used. 
 Grade inflation: changing grades for non-academic purposes like classroom behaviors or 
exhibiting a good work ethic 
  Stakeholders: all community members, families, students, and staff who are impacted by 
a student’s grade. 
 Elementary teachers: kindergarten through fifth grade teachers 
 Grounded Theory: a method of analysis that includes categorizing the information into 
themes to try to identify a cohesive story (Creswell, 2009) 
Limitations 
 The researcher was a teacher within the school district that the study was conducted in.  
Having worked in the elementary classroom and given grades, the researcher knew the 
temptations to change grades to have a different impact upon the student.  This topic has become 
more important as she has examined her ethical practice of assigning grades for all students and 
the effect they have on students.  It is an important topic to explore with other elementary 
teachers.  Since the researcher is part of the staff, some of the answers might be compromised 
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given the personal relationships that were in place.  This study assumed that participating 
teachers will reply honestly knowing that their answers are confidential.  Therefore broad 
generalizations cannot be made from the study with such a small sample.  Instead, looking at 
grading practices objectively and studying alternative means of assessment were the goals of this 
research.  
Summary 
If letter grades are designed to be a communication tool between the school and the 
family, they should be clear on what they are reporting.  Parents often question would a grade 
means, and if the teacher assesses on more than academic performance it can be difficult to 
determine how a student is progressing academically.  Research into this topic will show what 
grades mean and if they portray a student’s performance in the classroom. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
  
Introduction 
Teachers are charged with the difficult task of assessing student progress throughout the 
school year.  Grading students is meant to show a student’s mastery of a subject and readiness to 
learn new concepts.  However, the grading process is not always fair.  This literature review will 
focus on the many aspects of grading in the public school system classroom.  One part is whether 
or not there truly is grade inflation.  Another is how teachers assess students and what effects 
these grades have on students.  Finally, this review will look at how to combat this issue by 
discussing other fair means of assessment.    
Grade Inflation 
 While grade inflation has been studied primarily in the college setting, there is little 
research done at the elementary level.  Sraiheen and Lesiski (2006) defined grade inflation as an 
increase in academic grades that are not supported by an increase in academic performance, 
while Jost defined it as “a lowering of academic standards” (Jost, 2002, p. 505).   
Due to this inflation, report cards do not show the true level of academic success 
(Sraiheen & Lesiski, 2006).  This lack of accuracy hinders students as they prepare for their next 
level of schooling, as well as hurting teachers, parents, and other stakeholders in education 
(Randall & Engelhard, 2009).  Indeed, grades “can and do become the focus of a great deal of 
tension…a simple letter or numerical grade implies a level of evaluative precision that is likely 
impossible” (Randall & Engelhard, 2009, p. 15).   
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 A professor at Harvard, Mansfield (2001) conducted his own study to test grade inflation.  
He gave two different grades to his students.  One reflected the score they earned, and the second 
fit with Harvard’s standards.  In looking at the differences between the two sets of grades, 
Mansfield defined grade inflation as the process of putting all student grades at the top, “making 
it difficult to discriminate the best from the very good, the very good from the good, and the 
good from the mediocre” (Mansfield, 2001).   
There appeared to be data to support the claims of grade inflations.  Mansfield (2001) 
cited that one quarter of Harvard students receive grades of A, while another quarter receive 
grades of A-.  Jost (2002) supported these numbers, and added that Harvard awarded honors to 
91% of its graduated class in 2001.  Vanderslice wrote that “10-20 percent of all college students 
receive grades lower than B-” (Vanderslice, 2004, p. 24).  She continued to note that in 1969, 
only seven percent of students earned an A- or better, while in 1993 twenty-six percent of 
college students earned an A- or higher. On the converse, the percent of students earning a C or 
less shifted from twenty-five percent to nine percent over the same time span.   
Fenner (1999) argued that one can see grade inflation when comparing results of students 
in the classroom to their results on national tests.  If the honor roll students do not perform well 
on the standardized tests, grade inflation might be the problem. Other researchers such as Jost 
(2002) studied the concept that higher grades mean lower academic standards.  In his study, 
focused primarily at Harvard, several of the students interviewed noted that it was possible to 
earn high honors without producing quality work.  Some researchers like Randall and Engelhard 
(2009) attributed this rise to pressures felt by teachers to prepare students for the next level of 
schooling, whether it is high school or college or their upcoming careers. 
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 Not everyone believes in grade inflation however.  Kohn (2002) stated that one needs to 
view the official transcripts from the institution to determine if grade inflation is indeed a 
prevalent issue.  While Kohn not only found many of the claims of grade inflation false, but 
noted that in many cases grades declined.  Kohn directly contradicted Mansfield by stating, “No 
one has ever demonstrated that today’s students get A’s for the same work that used to receive 
B’s or C’s.”  He said, “We simply do not have the data to support such a claim” (Kohn, 2002).  
Grading Practices 
 Assigning grades can prove to be a very subjective process.  The process of assessment of 
a student starts with the teacher.  Fenner (1999) noted that teachers often grade how they 
themselves were graded, without questioning the method behind the assessment.  Another theory 
McMillian, Myran, and Workman (2002) presented is the differences in teachers’ educational 
philosophy to account for the differences in grading.  Teachers may often feel the pressure to 
assess their students quickly in order to move on to the next topic to meet state or district 
standards.  Content becomes something to rush through, content is not focused on as one would 
focus on a game or musical performance (Wiggins, 1989).   
 One system used today to assign grades is using a curve.  Using this method, the teacher 
does not follow a traditional external standard such as 90%-100% earns an A.  Rather, the 
teacher uses an internal standard to assign grades based on the scores generated by the class 
(Fenner, 1999).  The highest score earned, even if it would earn a C using the external standard, 
would be set as an A, and everything would be adjusted to the new scale.  Wiggins called 
grading on a curve “a cheap way of setting and upholding standards” (Wiggins, 1989, p. 710).  
Fenner (1999) argued that the use of a curve would unfairly compare the students against each 
other instead of against what knowledge should be attained.  Grading on a curve does not tell 
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students what they have learned, and often leads to tracking within the school system.  Students 
on the bottom part of the curve receive different, but not better, instruction to receive high grades 
(Wiggins, 1989).   
Whether or not letter grades should only be focused on academics or if grading should 
include more factors is a topic of debate in education.  Some argue that teachers have “an ethical 
and moral obligation to move beyond a legalistic mind-set and consider all factors that are 
relevant to evaluating a student’s performance” (Martinson, 2009, p. 123).  Hartman (1975) 
agreed by saying that evaluating a student’s achievement cannot be done in isolation of other 
factors.  In fact, grading on behavior is done on a teacher’s inference, which can be as subjective 
as letter grades on a report card.   
Fenner (1999) questioned if giving grades to students more often than not rewards them 
for having a genetic trait for brightness rather than actual academic achievement.  If this is true, 
it is impossible to asses fairly when the students do not all come into school with the same 
genetic make-up.  Simply put, he argued that there is evidence teachers give grades based on a 
trait the student has no control over (Fenner, 1999). 
Elevated grades might also be seen as a way to shelter and encourage students.  
According to Randall and Engelhard (2009) teachers might alter grades in order to protect a 
student’s self esteem.  Mansfield (2001) found that in a “therapeutic notion” of education, grades 
are meant to make the student feel empowered.  Therefore, a low grade is seen as stressful, 
demeaning, and judgmental (Mansfield, 2001).  Furthermore, they concluded that since teachers 
are concerned with self-esteem and social consequences, teachers will rarely give grades based 
solely on academic achievement in an effort to maximize the student’s ability to earn high grades 
(McMillan et al, 2002).  McMillan et al also found in their research that while teachers use “a 
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wide variety of approaches to grading…they want their grades to fairly reflect student effort and 
achievement, as well as to motivate students” to master the concepts presented (McMillan et al, 
2002, p. 204).   
 Studies have shown that the grades given vary as much as the teachers who give them.  
Many of the differences between student grades can be attributed to the many differences 
between the type and quality to teacher (Figlio & Lucas, 2004).  Using the Rasch Measurement 
Theory, Randall and Engelhard (2009) conducted a survey of 516 teachers who graded students 
based on the context presented in given scenarios.  Randall and Engelhard found that teachers 
often give grades not only on student achievement but also on outside factors like behavior, 
effort, and “concern for moral development of the student” (Randall & Engelhard, 2009, p.2).   
In a similar study, Randall and Engelhard (2009) found that teachers at all levels of 
education take into account these outside factors differently.  Elementary teachers take 
improvement into account more often and base their grades less often on mastery than their 
middle school and high school counterparts.  In fact, the results of their study showed that low-
achieving students earned higher grades due to good behavior.  Their conclusions cited the need 
for more research into this concept to determine how strong of an influence outside factors has 
on students’ grades. 
When taking into account these other factors, an educator must meet four requirements 
according to Martinson (2009).  The teacher must ensure no student is given a lower grade then 
they have earned and that the teacher must be clear that grades may be changed in extenuating 
circumstances.  Finally, Martinson (2009) said these circumstances must be applied fairly to all 
students, and the teacher must be willing to defend the final grade publically.  In essence, a 
teacher’s grading policy must be fair for all.  
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Affect on Students 
 Besides passing a student on to the next grade, grades can have a direct impact on 
students.  Many of these differences are attributed to the different styles of teaching.  Figlio and 
Lucas (2004) conducted a study of third through fifth graders over a four year period, looking at 
both standardized tests and report cards.  By comparing results to the teacher of the class, it was 
found that the higher a teacher’s grading standards, the better the test results of their students.   
This had a positive impact on both high and low ability students in the “tough” teacher’s 
classroom, providing evidence that “students benefit academically from higher teacher grading 
standards” (Figlio & Lucas, 2004, p.1833).  Results indicated that high achievement students 
earned higher grades, but researchers also concluded that teacher may penalize high ability 
students while giving higher grades to low-ability students to “compensate for their perceived 
inabilities” (Randall & Engelhard, 2009, p. 15).   
 Grading does not always have a positive effect on students.  Often, testing is perceived as 
a threat and creates anxiety within the students which prevents a deep understanding of the 
concept (Sambell, McDowell, & Brown, 1997).  Given the scarcity of failing grades, it can make 
a student feel very depressed to earn such a grade.  When interviewed by Sambell, McDowell, 
and Brown (1997), students noted that they often quickly memorize for the test and then forget.  
The students also claimed that traditional assessment was unfair as it would test how good a test 
taker they are, not how well they knew the content.  When asked about alternative forms of 
assessment, the students commented on how different forms of assessment and grading practices 
would help them deepen their understanding.   
 The desire to earn high grades varied from student to student as Kohn (2002) noticed.  As 
students are either intrinsically or extrinsically motivated to get a high grade, earning a good 
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grade for things other than merit might extinguish their motivation.  It seems rather arbitrary that 
a 90% is celebrated by families while an 89% is considered average (Fenner, 1999).  If teachers 
change grades, Mansfield (2001) claimed that students will bargain to get a grade they did not 
earn.  Altering grades to take into account other factors like class participation is not giving the 
student accurate feedback as to their learning progress, especially if the student is from a lower 
socio-economic class.  Students and parents will think mastery has been gained when it has not 
(McMillian et al, 2002).   
 Over testing students can also have negative results on student progress.  Dochy and 
McDowell (1997) argued that as standardized tests become more prevalent, teachers often teach 
to the test, which reduces a student’s motivation for learning.  If the testing method does not 
change, then the student’s learning becomes stagnant as well (Dochy & McDowell, 1997).   
Alternative Assessments 
 If grades on a report card are an ineffective means of assessment, how can one fairly 
show a student’s achievement?  Sambell et al found a need to create new assessments. “An 
important task for educators and psychologists is to develop instruments that will better reflect 
the whole domain of educational goals and to find ways to use them in improving the educational 
process” (Sambell et al, 1997, p. 350).  Sambell et al (1997) argued that a shift must be made 
from a testing culture to an assessment culture.  Having a well developed grading system that 
clearly “supports the vision, mission, and beliefs of the school” (Sambell et al, 1997, p. 241) will 
help tell students and parents what standards they are being held accountable to and 
achievements are being made (Fenner, 1999).  
 Other assessment forms researchers encouraged teacher to use include portfolios and self- 
and peer- assessment.  These forms promote self reflection and ownership of the learning.  
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Technology will also play a vital role in student assessment (Dochy & McDowell, 1997). To 
meet these goals, Dochy and McDowell (1997) said the teacher would become the facilitator, 
and students would take a more involved role in their education.  While traditional testing 
focuses on multiple choice questions, assessment for learning would include writing tasks, oral 
presentations, and group projects which would include different forms of technology.  Clear 
objectives would teach students what needs to be done to earn a high grade and show them the 
reasoning for assessments, as well as providing clear and immediate feedback (Dochy & 
McDowell, 1997). 
 Wiggins (1989) called for more authentic tests.  Such tests “are contextualized, complex 
intellectual challenges, not fragmented and static bits or tasks” (Wiggins, 1998, p. 711).  These 
tests would give immediate feedback so the student knows what to improve upon, as well as 
giving the student the opportunity for self-assessment.  Authentic assessment would also 
eliminate the tendency to include other factors in grading as the student is allowed to choose how 
to demonstrate their knowledge (Wiggins, 1989).  Jost (2002) agreed, illustrating colleges where 
“narrative performance evaluations are at the end of each course rather than a letter grade…” 
(Jost, 2002, p. 510).  Assessments like these give the student much more focused feedback on 
their performance in a manner they can understand and relate to. 
Summary 
 Assessment is an important part of education as it helps guide instruction and determines 
if students have attained the required knowledge (Dochy & McDowell, 1997).  However, an 
educator must ensure that such assessment is fair by ensuring they are grading all students based 
on the same standards.  Grade inflation simply means giving students better grades for mediocre 
Grade Inflation 
Oswald 
17 
 
work.  If report cards are no longer the way to justly show a student’s progress, a new method 
must be developed to ensure our students have equal opportunities to success. 
 It seems that assessment is a part of education that is not going to disappear.  Teachers 
need to be clear on what is being graded however.  If a teacher is going to grade on more than 
academic achievement, it should be clearly communicated to all stakeholders.  Perhaps a dual 
system is necessary; one system for achievement and one based on other factors like 
responsibility and work ethic that do not relate to letter grades, but working at a proficient level.  
Such reform would have to start inside the classroom.  In this way, teachers can eliminate the 
bias shown in the academics portion of the grade while still addressing the importance of other 
factors.  Using two parallel grades would show students their successes and failures in a clear 
way.   
 
 
 
Grade Inflation 
Oswald 
18 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Background 
Since the purpose of this study is to determine the presence of grade inflation in an 
elementary setting, the methodology was focused on the kindergarten through 5
th
 grade 
classroom.  This chapter will first tell how the participants were chosen and studied.  The 
research questions will be presented as well as the outline of the focus group.  Finally, the 
chapter will conclude with a description of how the data was gathered and analyzed. 
Setting and Participants 
The participants in this study included teachers from an elementary school in the 
Midwest.  The school’s teaching staff was comprised of approximately twenty individuals, from 
grades Kindergarten to eighth grade.  This included specialist teachers such as gym and art 
teachers. Of the twenty staff, there were approximately fourteen teachers that give grades in the 
form of report cards for the kindergarteners through fifth graders.  This subset of teachers made 
up the sample. 
Research Design  
As this was a qualitative study, the source of data collection was face to face during focus 
groups.  The teachers were invited to give their feedback to the nine questions during an informal 
session after school.  The problem with this method of collection was the issue of participant 
anonymity and their willingness to be honest with their answers.  Out of the fourteen teachers 
invited, six were able to be a part of the focus group. 
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The teachers were invited to give their feedback to the questions during the focus group 
at a local coffee establishment.  The researcher recorded the session, but did not participate other 
than to give the prescribed prompts.   The participants were not identified by any recognizable 
characteristics.  This anonymity helped ensure honest answers.  All handwritten records of the 
focus group were shredded after they had been transcribed and the files will be kept on a 
password protected computer for one year before being deleted. 
This study focused on grading practices in the elementary classroom.  During the two 
focus groups, participants were asked a predetermined list of nine questions regarding grade 
inflation and their grading tendencies, with room for follow up questions.  The questions asked 
of the participants were: 
1. What does grade inflation mean to you? 
2. Do you think grade inflation exists in higher education (ie, high school and college?) 
3. What factors do you consider when assigning grades? 
4. Would you consider changing a student’s grade if they exhibited a great work ethic? 
5. Would you consider changing a student’s grade if they had a difficult home life? 
6. Have you ever changed a student’s grade for non-academic reasons? 
7. Do the grades improve or decline with these adjustments? 
8. Do you consider the current grading methods accurate? 
9. How would you like to change the reporting system to be more accurate? 
 
At the end of the focus group discussion each participant was also asked to respond to the  
question: “Is the current grading system fair?”  This question was asked as a result of the 
responses to the scripted questions. 
Data Collection 
After obtaining permission from the building administrator, the researcher contacted the 
teachers with a personal invitation to participate.  They were given the option of two focus group 
dates to attend, with a limit of eight participants per focus group.  After the initial contact, the 
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teachers were kept informed via email of the dates and reminders of their willingness to 
participate.  The actual focus group discussion occurred the second week of February their 
collective responses were coded the same week. 
Data Analysis 
The data was recorded, transcribed, and analyzed for common themes or trends that 
emerged from the discussion.  Once the prominent themes were identified, they were expressed 
using grounded theory.  By using the views of the participants, observations were coded into 
categories that emerged.  A story was then explicated based on these codes.    
Summary 
This study was set up as a qualitative study using focus groups as a means to collect data.  
By giving their feedback in focus groups, they explained their views of grade inflation and its 
effects.  Chapter four will detail their responses further. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
RESULTS 
 
Background 
The intent of this study was to determine if grade inflation exists at the elementary 
setting.  Research showed that it is apparent at the high school and college level.  The literature 
showed reasons for grade inflation at these higher levels vary from pressures on teachers to 
concern for student development. 
The study was set up as a qualitative study.  Elementary teachers, grades kindergarten 
through fifth grade, were invited to participate in one of two focus groups to discuss grade 
inflation and how it impacts their current position.  The focus groups met after school at a coffee 
house where notes were taken by the researcher.   
Focus group background 
The participants in this study all taught at a Midwestern elementary school.  This school 
was a choice program, meaning that students can apply to attend the school no matter where they 
live within the district.  The school has a heavy focus on science and technology.  It also utilized 
a multi-age program, where the class is comprised of two grade groups.  For example, an 
Intermediate class is comprised of half fourth graders and fifth graders.  The current fourth 
graders remain with the teacher and became next year’s fifth graders.  Kindergarten and first 
grades are the exceptions as their classrooms were homogeneous.   
The teachers who partook in the study ranged from kindergarten to fifth grade, and 
specialist teachers classes like art and gym.  Classroom teachers calculated report cards 
quarterly.  Specialist teachers, given that they grade every student in the school, gave grades at 
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the end of the semester and the end of the academic year.  The grades were given on a one to 
four scale.  A three on the scale indicated the student is performing at grade level, and a four 
means they are working above and beyond what is expected.  A two showed the student is 
working below grade level, and a one indicated that the work is very subpar.   
These grades were correlated to percentages earned on class assignments and tests.  A 
three meant the student earned an average percent within the range of 80% to 93%.  A 94% or 
higher was a four on the report card.  A score of two meant the student earned a percentage 
between 70% and 79.9%.  A percent of less than 70% resulted in a one on the report card. 
There were two separate categories for the scores given.  One section was academic 
grades, or how the student performed in math, reading, science, and other academic courses.  
There was also a section where a student was graded on their personal skills, like effort, 
organization, and interactions with adults and peers.  Both sections were assessed on a one to 
four scale. 
Defining grade inflation 
The first question the participants were asked was what grade inflation meant to them.  
This question was meant to give everyone the same working definition to enrich the discussion.  
While they had slightly different answers, they all agreed that it meant giving a student a higher 
grade than what was earned.   
Most participants defined grade inflation to mean that an outside factor impacts the class 
grade.  Typically, the participants noted these factors were things that cannot be graded on a 
rubric or noted on a class syllabus, and that these factors were much more subjective.  “Grade 
inflation is changing a grade due to outside circumstances outside of and beside class 
performance,” one participant said.  “It is a different name for the same work,” another 
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participant stated.  Continuing one said, “there is grade inflation.  B equals the new A, and C 
equals the new B.  The rubric may stay similar, but scores are adjusted.”  As one participant 
defined it, “[grade inflation] is the ability to set the grades of my students based on more than 
just test scores as I see necessary.”  Only one focus group member mentioned that grade inflation 
could be the raising or lowering of a student’s academic grade.  The others assumed that grade 
inflation would result in an increase of an academic grade.   
Grade inflation in the secondary and post-secondary setting 
The participants were next asked about the prevalence of grade inflation in grades six and  
higher, specifically in the high school and college setting.  While no one had firsthand 
experience with the perceived phenomena, everyone agreed it must be present given the reports 
in the news and talk radio even if they did not have personal experience in their own schooling.   
As one participant stated, “it has been a long time since college and even longer since high 
school but I would guess yes…”  They commented that grade inflation most likely happens 
because of pressures on the student or on the teacher.  When asked why grade inflation occurs, 
one participant said, “Oh yes, grade inflation exists today because people [students and parents] 
are more worried about grades.  This leads to more pressure on teachers to give higher scores.”   
 One of the participants cited an example of their own children going through high school 
four years apart.  The participant noted that the scoring rubrics and expectations were different 
for the younger student, enabling higher grades.  The tendency of grading on a curve in high 
school and college was another example given of grade inflation in higher education.   
Grading factors  
Following the discussion of how high school teachers and college professors grade, the 
participants were asked to describe their own grading policies.  The requirements they listed 
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were very basic, including class work, tests, and homework.  Teachers in the district are also held 
to standards as set by the state and district.  One participant noted that “reading and math are 
very definitive with specific outcomes.”  Other non-academic factors they identified included 
classroom performance and participation, effort on assignments and tests, perceived potential, 
and behavior in the classroom.   
The members of the focus group also pinpointed factors that should not be included in 
grades.  One participant said that an individualized education plan (IEP) should not be taken into 
account when assigning grades, as the student should be compared to the standards, not their 
disability.  One focus group member said, “grades compare student progress to standards, not an 
IEP or other extenuating circumstances.”  Several others observed that teachers should not give 
grades based on what parents would say about the given grade.  The participants noted that 
sometimes thinking about what the family will say about the grade crossed their mind, but that 
does not impact the grade given.  Overall, participants looked to test scores and every day work 
completion when finalizing grades as identified by the district’s standards.   
Changing a student’s grade 
 The majority of the participants would not consider changing a student’s grade.  They 
saw it as a detriment to the student.  One participant said that grades need to be “firm to ensure 
all gaps are covered.”  Even factors like a great work ethic did not influence their decision.  The 
only area they conceded to consider changing would be in the personal skills criteria that are 
more subjective than the academic grades.  All focus group participants agreed that consistency 
for all students was important when it came to grading.  As one participant said, “if a teacher will 
change a grade for one reason, the teacher should change it for all reasons.”   
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 Only one participant said they would consider changing a grade for non-academic 
reasons.  The participant was asked if the change would occur due to a difficult home life.  The 
participant replied, “I have to say yes, although it might not be specifically done because of that 
reason. It might be an underlying decision.”  The participant continued to note that behavior, 
attitude, and a student’s potential compared to what is shown in the classroom would also impact 
the grade given.  “With students in my room for two years I believe I get an interesting 
perception of what they can or should be able to accomplish and I may set higher expectations 
for some because of that,” the participant concluded.   
 The discussion soon turned to accommodations that teachers give students.  The group 
noted that it is possible to adjust grades for homework, especially if the student has a difficult 
home life.  Sometimes added support is given in the classroom to ensure completion, or the 
student is given one on one help with a classroom volunteer.  Another participant cited an 
example of altering a student’s writing grade while in a cast.  This modification was due to a 
physical limitation.  In all of these examples the participants stressed that these circumstances 
would not impact the grades reported on the report card. 
As only one participant admitted to changing grades, there was little discussion as to how 
the academic grades were changed.  Those who changed personal scores stated there was an 
equal distribution between raising or lowering a grade.  Sometimes motivation was the deciding 
factor, as they wanted the student to reach higher.  “If they have high potential but don’t strive to 
reach it or they may start low but work so hard to reach higher than expected by others, I might 
consider adjusting their effort grade,” one participant declared.  “It could impact their grade 
positively or negatively.”   
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This adjustment connected to the idea that grades can be seen as the final comment on 
student learning.  “Grades can lead to students stopping at an A and not going above and 
beyond,” one participant said.  Others agreed with that.  “An A fees like the end all grade, and 
learning stops there,” a different participant said.  This was the only time the participants 
referenced grades having a negative impact on the student as a learner. 
The participants did note that sometimes the student’s history plays into the grade given.  
If there is a student who has had behavioral troubles in the past and is lower academically, he or 
she might be rewarded for a lesser quality of work than a student who traditionally receives high 
marks.  A student that is perceived capable of higher quality of work might be held to higher 
standards, which could lessen the grade given.  This spurred some discussion about fairness of 
student expectations.  A student who is viewed as capable of performing well is held to a higher 
standard on the same assignment as a student who comes from a troubled background.  
Therefore, a B for the high achievement student would be the same as an A for the low 
achievement student for the same quality of work.  The participants again specified this example 
was given based on an individual assignment, not a report card grade.   
Accurate grading systems 
 None of the participants thought the current grading methods of report card was an 
accurate means of reporting student progress.  A participant complained, “[Report card grades] 
don’t give parents enough feedback to explain what a grade is.”  Another said, “[Grades] are too 
general with too big a range.  80% to 89.9% all equal a B, but have different meanings.  A 
student performing at an 80% has different proficiencies than a student performing at an 89.9%, 
but it looks the same on a report card.”  Another issue with report cards in the current model, a 
participant commented, is that they don’t always connect to the relative age of the child.  “An 
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80% for a first grader does not always mean the same thing for a fourth grader,” the participant 
started. 
 Another participant commented on the differences in grading between teachers.  While 
the rubric or standards are consistent, “one teacher may grade on two writing samples, while 
another grades on five.  These differences contribute to the variances in grades as well,” the 
participant said. 
 Most suggestions on how to improve the reporting system focused on more precise 
feedback for the learner and the family.  A cure, they agreed, could be assigning grades on a 
continuum.  This would allow the teacher to indicate progress with a visual marker on a wider 
spread and would give more meaning than a number or letter grade.  All participants also 
suggested meeting with parents more to see what average is and how their child is performing.  
“More information like daily reports would be best,” a participant said, “but that is time 
consuming.” This would give a better picture of student progress, and show who has mastery and 
who has not.   
They also liked the idea of a more defined method of assigning grades that fall between 
the traditional A and B, such as implementing a + and – system to show a range of ability.  
Having middle grades such as a 3+ or a 2- could show the differences between the ranges of 
scores the participants identified.  One participant would like to see portfolios return, but another 
disagreed.  “Portfolios only show the exemplar, not the range of a student’s ability,” s/he 
commented.  Another participant referenced the amount of testing data teachers have to include 
in their grading process.  “It would be nice,” a participant said, “to trust teacher experience more 
than testing data.”   
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Summary 
 While the participants involved in this study admitted to the presence of grade inflation, 
they did not believe it to be prevalent in the elementary setting.  Whether through personal 
experience or research, they believed the grades given in high schools and colleges were changed 
due to societal pressure or changing of requirements.  They were able to identify reasons behind 
grade inflation.  These reasons included pressures on the teacher by family or community.  They 
also commented on how grades at the high school and college level have changed in meaning.  
What once qualified as B work is now viewed as A work.  This change in expectations led to 
grade inflation. 
 They believed that the requirements put in place by the state and district limit the 
influence an elementary teacher has over report card grades.  At the elementary level they said, 
the standards are too defined to be shifted due to outside circumstances.  Districts and states set 
the requirements for what students have to know, and grades reflect this mastery.  If the district 
deemed that 80% on a spelling test is proficient for the grade level, that is what the report card 
shows.  Having two parts of the report card also helped keep the grade inflation in check.  The 
place the teacher has the biggest influence is over homework grades or their personal 
development grades, which are more subjective and susceptible to changing.  The academic 
standards are graded independently from the personal standards like effort and organization.  
This allows the teacher to address two different areas of learning without impacting the other. 
 Even if there is little to no grade inflation in the elementary classroom, these participants 
still had recommendations on how to improve the reporting system.  They would like to see a 
more precise system of grades, such as a plus or minus system, or grading in a continuum.  More 
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reporting periods would be preferred to give parents better feedback, but would be very time 
consuming.  Overall, grades should clearly communicate a student’s progress. 
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Background 
 The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the issue of grade inflation in the 
elementary classroom.  Research has shown that grade inflation is present in secondary and post-
secondary classrooms, but little research has been dedicated to the younger grades. 
 After conducting two focus groups with elementary teachers in a Midwestern elementary 
school, the participants did not indicate that grade inflation was an issue in their classrooms.  The 
grades they assign to students are based on standards set by the district, so there is little room for 
teacher bias to adjust a grade.  They felt it was important for grades to accurately reflect a 
students’ progress so that they would be more aware of their strengths and weaknesses. 
Reasons behind grade inflation 
Most participants defined grade inflation to mean that an outside factor impacts the class 
grade.  Typically, the participants noted these factors were things that cannot be graded on a 
rubric or noted on a class syllabus, and that these factors were much more subjective.   
 Home influence might also be taken into account, especially what the parent will say 
about the grade received.  As one participant noted, there is “social pressure from parents or 
students, and a pressure to make the teacher look good.”  Another focus group member noted 
that teachers “get flak” from parents or administrators to raise a student’s grade.  Another 
concern was the population the public schools serve.  “Our community has high expectations of 
students to do well and go on to higher ed,” one contributing member observed.  If the student is 
earning a poor grade, a teacher might feel obligated to raise it to give a good impression of not 
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only the student as a learner but of themselves as a teacher.  Poor grades can reflect poorly on the 
educator, as it might indicate less than average teaching abilities. 
Standards help prevent elementary grade inflation 
In the elementary setting, the participants who joined the focus group agreed that grading 
elementary students is not as flexible as it is in high school and college.  They all cited the 
standards that are set by the state and district they serve that come with “specific outcomes” for 
reading and math.  A participant claimed the standards were “too cut and dry” too allow for 
grade inflation.  Having such standards requires the teacher to assign certain grades given the 
student’s progress.   
The only place for a teacher’s influence was the personal grades, like organization.  A 
student might earn a lower organization grade given they often lose math assignments, but that 
lack of organization would not impact their math grade.  One member noted that “social grades 
are more subjective.  Effort is taken into account.”  As such, a grade can be raised or lowered.   
Grade inflation hurts the student 
In the end, most agreed that changing student grades is something they would not do.  “It 
does disservice to show mastery when it hasn’t been earned,” one participant stated.  The others 
believed that changing a grade would not aid the student’s emotional development and would not 
change grades to shelter them.  The focus group members continued, saying that it can be easier 
to change a grade but it will not help the student in the long run.  “Grades need to be a fair 
representation of ability, in order for students to receive help they need.” one participant said.  
“You can’t sugarcoat it.”   
It also helped the family and future teachers to receive an honest view of student 
achievement.  If the skills in the classroom do not match the report card, the learner suffered 
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given unfair expectations.  In this way, any educational assistance like an IEP can be developed.  
If a student’s scores have been changed, there might not be evidence for a personalized learning 
plan, which can hinder the student throughout the rest of their educational career.  This can have 
an effect on future teachers as well, as they have an image of the abilities of the incoming 
students based on the scores they have previously earned.   
 When considering these standards and rubrics the teachers use to assign grades, they all 
agreed the range of achievement was too broad to give accurate measures of student learning.  
This wide variety of possible scores meant the students and their families are not receiving 
accurate feedback of their learning.  It might not be fair to assign one student a passing score 
with an 89.9% while another just passed with an 80%.  However, as one teacher noted, “life is 
not fair, so why should report cards be?” 
Relationship between homework and report cards 
 The majority of the participants in this study were convinced they would not change 
grades for things outside of academic achievement, yet several examples such as physical 
handicaps, a student’s history or home life, or even an IEP were listed where accommodations 
had been made that impacted a student’s score.  They were quick to point out these adjustments 
were made on individual homework or classroom assignments, not on a report card.  However, 
given that homework scores comprise a part of their report card score, it seemed that these 
alterations would impact the grade given on a report card.  An argument could be made that this 
is a form of grade inflation.  The participants were influencing, albeit indirectly, the report card 
grade by changing an assignment grade. 
Grade Inflation 
Oswald 
33 
 
Connections to literature 
 Most of the research about grade inflation at the higher education levels cited the 
student’s development as a reason behind grade inflation, but the findings in this study did not 
support that finding.  Teachers at this Midwestern school were more concerned with an honest 
reflection of learning than protecting or promoting a student’s feelings.  Most of the teachers 
who participated in this study agreed that ethical teachers do not allow their individual feelings 
for a student’s home life or hard work influence their assigning of grades.  Motivation, they felt, 
should come from the accurate grade.  Changing a grade would not help a student’s self-esteem 
or prepare them for their future education. 
 Authentic testing might be the answer for the worries about grade inflation and accurate 
reporting of student progress the teachers and research agreed.  By allowing the student wok to 
be complied or be assessed when needed, not limited to quarterly report cards, the student could 
demonstrate a deeper understanding than what can be shown on a multiple choice test.  This 
would also promote the student to take a bigger ownership in their learning instead of blindly 
following the teacher’s lead.  
Educational implications 
 Grades are a staple in our current education system.  They are how we measure student 
achievement and the effectiveness of content delivery.  Grades try to predict how a student will 
do in higher educational settings, or if they can pass a standardized test.  Measuring student 
progress in this manner will not fade away. 
 Even so, it is important that grades given on a report card or elsewhere accurately reflect 
student learning.  If an A at college is given for B work, then the student is being cheated out of 
honest feedback.  As our educational system moves toward more and more standardized tests to 
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measure progress, students need to know what they have achieved on their own accord without 
bargaining or being punished for personal attributes.  Adjusting grades based on outside 
characteristics like work ethic or a difficult home life will not help the student outside of the 
classroom. 
 This study showed, on a small scale, that the elementary reporting system is still holding 
true to its intent.  Teachers are able to remain impartial to nonacademic factors when they assign 
grades to students.  Thus, the report cards show the actual student achievement in relation to the 
standard the student is being measured against, even if it is not as specific as the participants 
would desire. 
 If these results indicate that there is little to no grade inflation in the younger grades, it 
begs the question of when grade inflation becomes the norm.  Why grade inflation is allowed, 
almost expected, in high school and college settings when it is not apparent in kindergarten 
through fifth grade?  When does this shift happen and what prompts it?  Perhaps by showing that 
grade inflation does not happen with elementary grades, it can shed some light on why it is 
acceptable in higher education.  
 The elementary teachers in this study view grade inflation as a hindrance to the student, 
giving them false ideas of what they are able to accomplish.  If this is true at the elementary 
level, what changes in secondary and post secondary education that grade inflation is seen as a 
way to promote and encourage the student? 
Recommendations for future research 
 Future research should continue to focus on elementary teachers’ grading practices.  This 
can be done with more qualitative studies with larger focus groups, or quantitative studies to 
gather data without fear of prejudice.  This study was done on too small of a scale to draw any 
Grade Inflation 
Oswald 
35 
 
valid conclusions from, but it proves a good place to start the discussions.  Following studies 
could also focus on report card categories, including academic and personal development to 
determine if having two separate categories would reduce grade inflation in grades in high school 
and college and how that would affect the student.  A further study could also research the link 
between grading practices on class assignments and report cards to see if there is grade inflation 
on daily work that would impact the report card grade. 
 If this particular study were to be redone, it should include more teachers at each grade 
level.  Also, more specialist teachers should be included in the focus group as they represent a 
unique subgroup of graders.  This would enrich the discussion between the teachers regarding 
grading policies.  It would also have been nice to have opportunities for teachers to participate in 
ways other than the focus group.  This could have been responding to the prompts via email or 
phone conferences.  The timing of the study might have benefited from happening closer to the 
end of the grading period when report cards are fresh on a teacher’s mind. 
 Future studies could also be expanded to look at the middle school level, meaning 
teachers of grades sixth through eight.  Being one step closer to high school might give clues as 
to when the transition takes place.  It would also serve as a nice comparison to studies conducted 
at the elementary level. 
Summary 
 Every student’s life is impacted in some manner by the slip of paper that shows their 
grades for the grading period.  Whether the reaction is good or bad was thought to rest solely on 
the student’s academic achievement.  This was the original intent of report cards.  However, as 
the student progresses through the grades, these grades can start to reflect more than their 
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academic work.  It is important that everyone works to provide honest feedback so everyone can 
achieve their highest potential.  
Grade Inflation 
Oswald 
37 
 
 
REFERENCES 
Creswell, J. (2009) Research design: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches. 
Los Angeles: SAGE Publications. 
Dochy, F. J. R. C., & McDowell, L. (1997). Assessment as a tool for learning. Studies in 
Educational Evaluation, 23(4), 279-298. DOI: 10.1016/S0191-491X(97)86211-6  
Fenner, D. (1999). The problem with grading. In D. Fenner (Ed.), Ethics in education (p. 243-
257). New York: Garland Publishing, Inc. 
Figlio, D. N., & Lucas, M. E. (2004). Do high grading standards affect student performance? 
Journal of Public Economics, 88(9-10), 1815-1834. DOI: 10.1016/S0047-2727(03)00039-2  
Hartman, C. L. (1975). Describing behavior: Search for an alternative to grading. Educational 
Leadership, 32(4), 274.  
Jost, K. (2002). Grade inflation: are academic standards being lowered? The CQ Researcher, 
12(22), 507-514. Retrieved from www.cqpress.com. 
Kohn, A. (2002). The dangerous myth of grade inflation. Chronicle of Higher Education, 49(11), 
B7.  
Mansfield Harvey C. (2001). Grade inflation: It's time to face the facts. The Chronicle of Higher 
Education, 47(30)  
Martinson, D. L. (2009). Adjusting grades? Let ethics be your guide. Kappa Delta Pi Record, 
45(3), 122-126.  
McMillan, J., Myran, S. & Workman, D. (2002). Elementary teachers’ classroom assessment and 
grading practices. The Journal of Education Research, 59, 203-213. 
Grade Inflation 
Oswald 
38 
 
Randall, J., & Engelhard, G. (2009). Examining teacher grades using rasch measurement theory. 
Journal of Educational Measurement, 46(1), 1-18. doi:10.1111/j.1745-3984.2009.01066.x  
Randall, J., & Engelhard, G. (2009). Differences between teachers' grading practices in 
elementary and middle schools.(report) Journal of Educational Measurement, 102(3), 175-
185.  
Sambell, K., McDowell, L., & Brown, S. (1997). “But is it fair?”: An exploratory study of 
student perceptions of the consequential validity of assessment. Studies in Educational 
Evaluation, 23(4), 349-371. doi: 10.1016/S0191-491X(97)86215-3  
Sraiheen, A.,& Lesiski, L. (2006). Grade inflation: an elementary and secondary perspective.  
 Retrieved from ERIC database. (ED490038)  
Vanderslice, R. (2004). When I was young, an A was an A: Grade inflation in higher education. 
Phi Kappa Phi Forum, 84(4), 24-25.  
Wiggins, G. (1989). A true test: Toward more authentic and equitable assessment. The Phi Delta  
Kappan, 70(9), 703-713. 
 
Grade Inflation 
Oswald 
39 
 
APPENDIX A 
IRB APPROVAL 
 
The IRB: Human Subjects Committee determined that the referenced study is exempt from 
review under federal guidelines 45 CFR Part 46.101(b) category #2 SURVEYS/INTERVIEWS; 
STANDARDIZED EDUCATIONAL TESTS; OBSERVATION OF PUBLIC BEHAVIOR. 
  
Study Number: 1012E94317 
  
Principal Investigator: Megan Oswald 
  
  
Title(s): 
Grade Inflation in the Elementary Classroom 
  
This e-mail confirmation is your official University of Minnesota RSPP notification of 
exemption from full committee review. You will not receive a hard copy or letter. 
  
This secure electronic notification between password protected authentications has been deemed 
by the University of Minnesota to constitute a legal signature. 
  
The study number above is assigned to your research.  That number and the title of your study 
must be used in all communication with the IRB office. 
  
Research that involves observation can be approved under this category without obtaining 
consent. 
  
SURVEY OR INTERVIEW RESEARCH APPROVED AS EXEMPT UNDER THIS 
CATEGORY IS LIMITED TO ADULT SUBJECTS. 
  
This exemption is valid for five years from the date of this correspondence and will be filed 
inactive at that time. You will receive a notification prior to inactivation. If this research will 
extend beyond five years, you must submit a new application to the IRB before the study?s 
expiration date. 
  
Upon receipt of this email, you may begin your research.  If you have questions, please call the 
IRB office at (612) 626-5654. 
  
You may go to the View Completed section of eResearch Central at http://eresearch.umn.edu/ to 
view further details on your study. 
  
The IRB wishes you success with this research.
Grade Inflation 
Oswald 
40 
 
 
APPENDIX B 
 
FOCUS GROUP INVITIATION 
 
Hello all, 
 I am a student at the University of Minnesota Duluth. I am entering my last semester of graduate 
school and will be completing a research study. The topic of my research study is grade inflation 
in the elementary/middle school setting.  Grade inflation, for the purpose of this study, refers to 
changing a grade for something other than academic performance.  This could include raising an 
87% to a 90% because the student got extra help after school, or lowering it to an 85% because 
of a poor work ethic. While it has been studied in the high school and college setting, there is 
little research at the elementary or middle school level.  I am examining if elementary teachers 
do this and how often and why they might alter grades.   
What will I ask you to do? Potential participants will be invited to give their feedback to three 
specific questions during a focus group session held after school hours.  During the focus group 
meeting, participants will be asked:  
1. What does grade inflation mean to you? 
2. Do you think grade inflation exists in higher education (ie, high school and 
college?) 
3. What factors do you consider when assigning grades? 
4. Would you consider changing a student’s grade if they exhibited a great work 
ethic? 
5. Would you consider changing a student’s grade if they had a difficult home life? 
6. Have you ever changed a student’s grade for non-academic reasons? 
7. Do the grades improve or decline with these adjustments? 
8. Do you consider the current grading methods accurate? 
9. How would you like to change the reporting system to be more accurate? 
 
There may be additional follow-up questions in order to illuminate the topic further. 
 
I will hold two focus groups, each one no more than hour in length. Focus group #1 will be 
held Monday, Feb 7th from 4:30-5:30pm.  Focus group #2 will be held Tuesday, Feb 8th 
from 5-6pm. We will meet at XXX.  There is a limit of 8 members per group. Once a group is 
full it is closed for further participation.  I can be reached at XXX to reserve a time or answer 
any questions. 
I appreciate you taking time to respond and consider helping me. 
Megan Oswald 
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APPENDIX C 
 
CONSENT FORM 
 
Grade Inflation in the Elementary Classroom 
 
You are invited to be in a research study of grade inflation in the elementary classroom. You 
were selected as a possible participant because you assign report card grades in kindergarten 
through fifth grade. We ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have before 
agreeing to be in the study. 
 
This study is being conducted by: Megan Oswald, University of Minnesota Duluth 
 
Background Information 
The purpose of this study is to determine if grade inflation exists in the elementary classroom.  
When getting ready to assign grades to a report card, a teacher must consider these four 
questions. “How should a teacher grade? What should a teacher grade? Why should a teacher 
grade? What can a teacher grade?” (Fenner,1999). Unfortunately the answers to these questions 
vary from teacher to teacher.  The intent of this study is to better understand the reasons certain 
grades are given by elementary teachers in a local school district. Research has shown that 
adjusting grades based on criteria other than academic performance does exist at the high school 
and college level, but little study has been given to elementary classrooms. This research will 
examine elementary teachers' views about grading. 
 
Procedures: 
If you agree to be in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: 
Focus groups will be held on February 1
st
 from 4-5 pm and February 2
nd
 from 4-5pm.  he 
participants in the focus group will be asked to describe their grading practices.  During the focus 
group discussion, you will be asked:  
1. What does grade inflation mean to you? 
2. Do you think grade inflation exists in higher education (ie, high school and college?) 
3. What factors do you consider when assigning grades? 
4. Would you consider changing a student’s grade if they exhibited a great work ethic? 
5. Would you consider changing a student’s grade if they had a difficult home life? 
6. Have you ever changed a student’s grade for non-academic reasons? 
7. Do the grades improve or decline with these adjustments? 
8. Do you consider the current grading methods accurate? 
9. How would you like to change the reporting system to be more accurate? 
 
Risks and Benefits of being in the Study 
The study has one risk: There is a risk of answering the questions honestly and having it tracked 
back to you, even though there will be pseudonyms used.  This is unlikely given that the 
handwritten notes from the focus group will be shredded, and the tape of the session will be 
stored on a password protected computer;  
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The benefits to participation are: discovering if there is a presence of grade inflation in the 
elementary setting, which may lead to future research and the development of more authentic 
assessment. 
 
Confidentiality: 
The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report I might publish, I will not 
include any information that will make it possible to identify a subject. The tape recording of the 
focus group will be used for research purposes only, and destroyed one year after the research is 
complete.  Research records will be stored securely and only I will have access to the records.  
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 
your current or future relations with the University of Minnesota.  If you decide to participate, 
you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting this 
relationship.  
 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
 
The researcher conducting this study is: Megan Oswald. You may ask any questions you 
have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact them at507-382-3550 or 
at meoswald@rochester.k12.mn.us, or my student advisor, Randy Hyman, at University of 
Minnesota-Duluth, Education 106, 412 Library Dr Duluth MN  55812, or via phone at 218-726-
8505, or email at rhyman@d.umn.edu 
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 
other than the researcher(s), you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects’ Advocate 
Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-1650. 
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I consent 
to participate in the study. 
 
 
Signature:_____________________________________________ Date: __________________ 
 
 
Signature of parent or guardian:____________________________ Date: __________________ 
(If minors are involved) 
 
Signature of Investigator:__________________________________Date: __________________ 
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APPENDIX D 
 
FOCUS GROUP SCRIPT and QUESTIONS 
 
“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today.  I really appreciate your helping me gather data 
for my thesis.  Just as a reminder, our topic today is grade inflation in the elementary classroom, 
specifically if teachers change grades for factors outside of academics, like a hard work ethic.  I 
will be asking questions and recording your answers, but will not participate in the discussion.  
You confidentiality is assured as only pseudonyms will be used and no identifying characteristics 
will be given.    
 
1. What does grade inflation mean to you? 
2. Do you think grade inflation exists in higher education (ie, high school and college?) 
3. What factors do you consider when assigning grades? 
4. Would you consider changing a student’s grade if they exhibited a great work ethic? 
5. Would you consider changing a student’s grade if they had a difficult home life? 
6. Have you ever changed a student’s grade for non-academic reasons? 
7. Do the grades improve or decline with these adjustments? 
8. Do you consider the current grading methods accurate? 
9.  How would you like to change the reporting system to be more accurate? 
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Name Megan Oswald  
 
Organization   
Department Teacher  
Address XXX  
                  Street                                                                                  City/State                               
Zip Code 
Telephone Number  XXX   
Fax Number     
  
Is this study part of your work for a degree?     
If yes, check the following: 
 
    X M.A. /M.S.   
   
 
University or College University of MN-Duluth______________ Date of IRB Approval 
12/23/10 
 
Advisor’s Name   Randy Hyman  
 
 
 
 
 
     
Applicant’s Signature  Date 
 
 
     
Advisor’s /Sponsor’s Signature (if applicable)   Date 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Independent School District #XXX 
Research Request 
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Office use only 
This project has/has not been approved by Independent School District #535. 
 
 
  XXX  1/21/11  
Director of Elementary and Secondary Education Signature  Date 
Please submit a concise, yet thorough response to the following questions. 
 
1. Title and purpose of study: 
 
Title:  Grade Inflation in the Elementary Classroom 
 
Purpose:  The intent of this study is to better understand the reasons certain grades are given by 
elementary teachers in a local school district. Research has shown that adjusting grades based on 
criteria other than academic performance does exist at the high school and college level, but little 
study has been given to elementary classrooms. This research will examine elementary teachers' 
views about grading. 
 
2. When do you plan to start your study? What is the estimated total length of time in 
months you will be conducting research in the RPS district? 
 
I plan to hold two focus groups the first week of February.  This will be the extent of my data 
collection. 
 
3. What practical implications does your study have for the Rochester School system?  (If 
none, say "none", but describe what value the study may have for children in general.) 
 
If there appears to be the presence of grade inflation in the elementary classrooms, further 
research could be done to determine more effective means of evaluating student achievement. 
 
4. Research Design Summary. What do you plan to do? Give specific information on the 
methods to be used during the course of the study. Please include your research 
questions, instruments, and proposed sampling, and data collection procedures. In 
addition, include samples of instruments to be used (e.g., survey questions, observation 
forms, interview questions) with your application. Finally, describe any task(s) students 
or staff will be asked to complete. 
 
Since the purpose of this study is to determine the presence of grade inflation in an elementary 
setting, the methodology was focused on the kindergarten through 8
th
 grade classroom.  The 
teachers will be invited to give their feedback to the three questions during an informal session 
after school.  As the researcher, I would be recording the session, but not participating other than 
to give the prescribed prompts.  The problem with this method of collection would be worries 
about participant anonymity and their willingness to be honest with their answers.   
This study will focus on grading practices in the elementary classroom.  During a focus 
group meeting, participants will be asked:  
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1. What does grade inflation mean to you? 
2. Do you think grade inflation exists in higher education (ie, high school and college?) 
3. What factors do you consider when assigning grades? 
4. Would you consider changing a student’s grade if they exhibited a great work ethic? 
5. Would you consider changing a student’s grade if they had a difficult home life? 
6. Have you ever changed a student’s grade for non-academic reasons? 
7. Do the grades improve or decline with these adjustments? 
8. Do you consider the current grading methods accurate? 
9. How would you like to change the reporting system to be more accurate? 
Once the data is recorded and transcribed, it will be analyzed for common themes/trends that 
emerged from the discussion.  Once the prominent themes have been identified, they will be 
expressed using grounded theory.  By using the views of the participants, observations will be 
coded into categories that emerge.  A story will then be explicated based on these codes.    
 
5. Describe procedures you will use to secure and acknowledge informed consent of all 
participants. Please attach copies of any letters. Outline how subjects will be identified 
and criteria used for recruitment, who will make the initial contact with subjects, and 
whether or not inducements will be used to secure participation. Please be aware that 
RPS is comprised of many diverse cultures and languages. We recommend translation of 
instruments and consent forms. 
 
After obtaining permission from the building administrator, the researcher will contact the 
teachers with a personal invitation to participate.  Once everyone has been contacted, a date will 
be set that is agreeable to the participants.  Finding a common date might be a problem, but 
multiple sessions will be held if this becomes a barrier.  Participants will also be alerted to the 
fact that their conversations will be recorded.  After the initial contact, the teachers will be kept 
informed via email of the dates and reminders of their willingness to participate.  The actual 
focus group discussion should occur towards the end of February.  The teachers will be invited to 
give their feedback to the questions during the focus group.  The researcher will record the 
session, but will not participate other than to give the prescribed prompts.   The participants will 
be identified only by pseudonyms and no other characteristics.  This anonymity will help ensure 
honest answers.  All handwritten records of the focus group will shredded after they have been 
transcribed, and the files will be kept on a password protected computer for one year before 
being deleted. 
 
6.  List any known risks of the proposal investigation to students, staff, or the district. 
 
None 
 
7.  Are there any other requests you are making of the RPS and/or Research and Assessment 
Department (database extractions, training, review, evaluation, provide sample 
populations)? 
 
None 
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8.  List all funding sources and budget for your study. 
None 
 
9. What procedures will you use to report the findings of your study to participating 
schools? 
 
The report of my findings will be included with my thesis work through the University of 
Minnesota-Duluth. 
 
10.  Date and copy of IRB approval letter. 
 
